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Uncovering the Hidden Talents of Everyday Things: Kelli Anderson
Kelli Anderson is a thirty-seven-year-old designer, artist and tinkerer who has been
making a big impact in the graphic design world with her digital designs, infographics,
animations and interactive models. She is constantly experimenting with new, exciting and
unexpected means of creating experiences. Her design philosophy is to find the hidden talents of
everyday things. She uses common materials, like paper, in clever and unpredictable ways to
make abstract concepts understandable and concrete. Anderson does it all: she draws,
photographs, prototypes, cuts, prints and codes. She is her own boss and has been successful at
balancing client and personal work (all done in her Brooklyn apartment). Anderson’s method of
pushing materials beyond their typical capabilities, her do-it-yourself attitude, her fearless ability
to take on risks, is her way of demonstrating to others that interacting and being surprised are the
most memorable ways to learn.
Kelli Anderson was born in New Orleans, Louisiana. Her father is a river pilot and her
mother is a stay at home mom. She is the first one in her family to pursue a creative career. Even
though no one in her family is creative in a traditional sense, Anderson says that they have
always been supportive, “even if they don’t totally understand what I do” (Essmaker, Tina). As
far back as she can remember, Anderson was always drawing. She liked to draw plans in
particular, mostly of things no one needed. She remembers a time when she drew linen patterns
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and sewed tiny pillows for her grandmother’s pet rabbits. At age eleven, after learning where
meat came from she decided to be a vegetarian. Her love of animals influenced her at a young
age to be politically active. Learning where meat comes from was a turning point for her and she
began reading more about animals’ rights. Besides drawing (lots of animals in art class), her
other favorite hobby was reading. Most of the books she read were about animals and nature
with some sense of tragedy or injustice, like Old Yeller, White Fang, and Watership Down
(Essmaker, Tina).
In high school, Anderson developed interests in arts and science. She split her time
between a traditional academic high school and an arts magnet high school (a public school with
specialized art courses). At the fine arts school, she took courses in ceramics, sculpture, 2-D
design and 3-D design. Between the fine arts and traditional high school she attended, she
became fascinated with physics, lo-fi music and zines (Essmaker, Tina).
After graduating high school, Anderson accepted a scholarship from the University of
Louisiana. She really liked the academic side of college and put all her effort into her studio
classes and research. She tried re-working her curriculum, so she could have a dual major in fine
arts and physics, however, the university would not allow her. After graduating, she moved to
Brooklyn, New York and attended Pratt for graduate school from 2003 to 2006. First, she studied
painting then transitioned to art history. During graduate school she made many friends who had
bands, labels and cable access shows, who were activists for various causes. Anderson’s big
circle of friends gave her opportunities to design posters, animations, album art and websites for
them (Essmaker, Tina).
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Anderson’s biggest influencers came from her time in graduate school. Her art history
professor, Marjorie Welish, left an imprint on Anderson’s understanding of visual arts. Marjorie
is an artist and poet and Anderson notes her for framing the progression of modern art as a search
for truth with the key message that artists pass ideas to each other via visual conversation.
Another influencer was her painting teacher Linda Francis. For Anderson, Linda made the
connection between physics and art obvious:
I had never really seen the conflict between physics and art because they both deal with
material facts. There are so many fields these days that are speculative, where you almost
create this model or image of the world in your mind and test out theories. With things
like art and physics, you have a hypothesis and test it, and either everything comes
crashing down and it does not work, or it works. There is this immediate feedback from
the physical world with both (art and physics) that is how you make decisions. Linda
shared that worldview, so working with her was a very good experience. (Essmaker, Tina)
Linda Francis’ viewpoint still sticks with Anderson. Anderson’s fascination with art and physics,
and the tangible results both areas yield, is apparent in her portfolio.
Early in her career, Anderson was interested in the internet and building websites. After
graduating from Pratt, she worked at a digital agency. However, she quickly realized that she did
not like working full-time. After quitting her digital agency job after four months, she worked
part-time in the photo archives at the library of the American Museum of Natural History. She
digitized glass plate negatives that documented fascinating and rare things, like indigenous
cultures that no longer exist today. While she worked part-time at the museum, she devoted the
other half of her time to her own creative work, which involved a mix of freelance, work for
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friends, internet experiments and personal projects. Devoting only half of her time to freelance
and personal design projects helped Anderson realize her desire to be a freelance designer fulltime. After five years at the museum, she decided to quit her job to solely focus on being a fulltime freelancer. Anderson credits the internet for helping her get her start as a full-time freelance
designer. The internet gave her the independence to do it on her own by sharing her portfolio
online and by interfacing directly with people with whom she wanted to work (Essmaker, Tina).
Anderson’s do-it-yourself attitude is one of the many reasons she is a big influence in today’s
world of graphic design.
Today Anderson devotes all of her time to freelance and personal creative work. She
often switches back and forth between her own work and client work. When it comes to her job
title, she says it is open-ended:
I’m an artist, designer and tinkerer who is always experimenting with new means of
making images and experiences. I draw, photograph, cut, print, code and create a variety
of designed things for myself and others. From interactive paper to layered, experimental
websites, every project begins and ends here in my studio which houses a 1919
letterpress and an assortment of other benevolent contraptions. (Anderson, Kelli.
“About”)
Anderson does it all! She uses whatever tools are necessary to complete a project, and if she’s
unfamiliar with the subject or how to execute the project, she is not afraid to learn on the job.
Anderson says she works best when she puts herself in a position where the whole project will
fall apart if she cannot figure out how to do something. She believes the best projects are ones
that feed into and bolster her curiosity about how things work. With all her projects, she wants to
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do the very best with the resources she has and spotlight hidden properties of the materials she
uses. Anderson pushes herself to create things that will force visual culture forward and be good
for the world (Essmaker, Tina).
Brooklyn, New York has been Anderson’s home for sixteen years. She works out of her
apartment that she shares with her boyfriend, Daniel. Anderson says she lives a simple life: “I
don’t have a ton of expenses other than rent, I ride my bike everywhere and I have everything I
need.” (Essmaker, Tina). In terms of business, no one has helped her. Anderson has collaborated
with others on projects, but other than that, she has done everything on her own. Anderson’s
typical work day involves waking up at nine AM and going to the coffee shop with her laptop to
answer emails. Then she runs errands and returns to the apartment where she works until dinner
time. After dinner, she works while sitting on the couch watching TV. When she gets stuck in a
creative rut, she finds inspiration in the city. She goes to galleries in Chelsea or the Lower East
Side or Bushwick to see what others are doing. She regularly visits the Museum of Modern Art
and the New Museum to get inspired. The city is the perfect setting for Anderson because she
always wants to be surprised, and the city offers just that: “what I value about New York is that
you can’t control it. There are always things happening that will be a surprise…and I want
nothing more than to be surprised by the world” (Essmaker, Tina). The element of surprise is a
common thread through all of her work.
Anderson’s passion for surprise carries into her design philosophy in finding the hidden
talent of everyday things. She loves things that do what they are not supposed do to (Millman,
Debbie, and Kelli Anderson). The best example of this is paper. Paper is something that has lost
its meaning because it is something most people take for granted: “superficial familiarity blocks
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us from asking deeper structural questions of materials that we take for granted, like
paper” (“Kelli Anderson” INST-INT). Anderson loves that paper is structural and has a memory:
when paper is folded, it does not forget. Paper is a lo-fi research method that allows Anderson to
prototype and make complex problems tangible. Anderson says her best projects show that
amazing things are often hidden in plain view: “If I can make something handheld and humble
that sneakily challenges these misconceptions, I feel like I’ve done my job” (Gex, Megan).
Many projects in her portfolio are made of paper. One of her most notable projects is a
paper record player wedding invitation. Tired of the typical wedding invitation, Anderson wanted
to do something special for her friends’ wedding. The couple are recording artists, so naturally
Anderson wanted to carry this over in the design of the invitation. After many prototypes,
Anderson was able to combine song
and paper to create a manually-spun
paper record that plays an invitation
song recorded by the bride and
groom. As the invitee spins the clear
flexidisc, the invitation song plays,
and a foil stamped digital drawing of
the couple’s faces complete four
evolutionary stages in the couple’s
life, including the bride and groom on their wedding day (Anderson, Kelli “A Paper Record
Player Wedding Invitation”). The paper record player is an incredible piece that embraces
Anderson’s love of surprises and pushing materials beyond their typical capabilities. This
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unexpected experience is what she calls “disruptive wonder”. With this and other projects in her
portfolio, she demonstrates that it is possible to do something better, like re-designing a wedding
invitation, by doing something absurd (Anderson, Kelli “Design To Challenge Reality”).

Anderson’s passion for “disruptive wonder” led her to re-think the standard articles in
newspapers. Newspapers state the facts, but Anderson took a different approach with her fake
New York Times issue she made for the Yes Men, a duo of social and political activists. In
collaboration with the Yes Men and others who helped edit articles and advertisements, Anderson
put together a counterfeit edition of the New York Times with nothing but positive, uplifting
articles and ridiculous advertisements. Headlines in the July 2009 edition included: “Iraq War
Ends”, “Maximum Wage Law Succeeds”, “Nationalized Oil to Fund Climate Change Efforts”,
“National Health Insurance Act Passes”, “All Public Universities To Be Free”, “Biofuels Ban Act
Signed Into Law Seeks To Ease Food Shortage”. Around five hundred thousand copies were
distributed by volunteers at eight different locations around Manhattan, including outside the
New York Times headquarters. The papers sparked immediate feedback with mixed reactions.
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Some readers were really angry when they
discovered they had been fooled. However,
most New Yorkers were happy when they
realized the joke (Anderson, Kelli
“Counterfeit Newspapers”). Positive news
was Anderson’s way of adding surprise and
“disruptive wonder” to the city that is
always surprising her.
Paper is the most common material used in Anderson’s work: from invitations and
newspapers to stop motion animations and infographics built up with paper. In a recent project,
she used paper in a bold, new and exciting way by transforming the way kids (and adults!) learn
the science behind how things like sound and light work. Anderson’s pop-up book, This Book is
a Planetarium, features six functional, mechanical paper pop-ups that teach readers the scientific
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principles behind each interactive tool. The book contains a functioning stringed instrument, a
perpetual calendar, a decoder ring, a spiral-graph drawing generator, a smartphone speaker and a
constellation-projecting planetarium. In the design process, Anderson created twenty-five
prototypes and evaluated them by the criteria of pop-up aesthetics, educational value, production
feasibility, ease-of-use for the user and utility. Along with the interactive paper instruments,
Anderson includes enlightening text with each pop-up to help explain each scientific concept. By
engaging the reader with text and an interactive experience, learning becomes fun and
memorable. Anderson demonstrates that learning is most memorable when there is interaction
and play (Staugaitis, Laura).

Another notable project in which Anderson makes science fun and easy to understand is
the graphics she designed for a Solar Powered Popsicle Truck. The project was led by Jason
Anello, a marketing genius who runs his own agency called Manifold and in collaboration with
Sungevity, a solar power company. The truck, powered by Sungevity solar panels, is designed to
go to towns where Sungevity operates and hand out free artisanally-made popsicles to the energy
consuming public. The popsicles are all natural, low calorie, contain only organic ingredients,
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fresh fruit and contain nothing
artificial. The graphics around
the truck are meant to inform
visitors about the benefits of
solar energy through cool treats,
bright graphics and fun
infographics. Similar to This
Book is a Planetarium,
Anderson explained complex
concepts in a tangible way. The effectiveness of solar power energy becomes obvious through
powering the refrigeration that keeps the ice pops cold (Anderson, Kelli “Solar Powered
Popsicles”).
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Kelli Anderson is an artist, designer, tinkerer and pioneer who has been making a big
impact with her unusual interactive and educational designs. Through her digital designs,
infographics, animations and interactive models, she hopes to get people interested in
questioning why things are the way they are. Her do-it-yourself attitude has enabled her to learn
a lot about a variety of fields, and she hopes to get others excited about experimenting with
materials and learning through interacting. Anderson has pushed herself to learn about a variety
of fields. She has learned that a lot can be done with little, especially through her use of
materials: “Kelli uses humble materials to expose invisible forces at play in the world” (Gex,
Megan). She uses common materials in unpredictable ways to make abstract concepts
understandable and concrete. For example, she simply, visually and effectively demonstrates the
non-tangible concepts of sound and space through interactive paper pop-ups in her book This
Book is a Planetarium. With fun and colorful graphics, like those on her infographic-on-wheels
popsicle truck, she communicates information in exciting and unexpected ways.
Another pioneering quality about Anderson is her openness to take on challenging work.
Her passion to expose and experiment with wonders of life make her an inspiration. She says her
best projects are ones where she is required to learn on the job:
Being a designer differs from being a doctor in that it isn’t an entirely crazy irresponsible
idea to learn on the job. I know that I often do my best work when figuring-stuff-out the
first time—whether that is in a new technique or technology or piece of equipment. It
brings a lot of exciting energy to a project and forces me to think through the
fundamentals rather than past assumptions. (Gex, Megan)
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Lots of prototyping and making is a huge part of learning on the job. When Anderson is
unsure of a concept, she mocks it up in a physical form. Interacting with physical prototypes is
one of the best and most memorable ways anyone can learn.
In a Google search of the “top women in graphic design,” Anderson appears in lists of
influential women in today’s world of graphic design. She appears in lists such as Canva’s “33
Women Doing Amazing Things In Graphic Design”, 99design’s “13 Influential Women
Designers You Need to Know” and Freelancer.com’s “38 Women Doing Amazing Things In
Graphic Design”. Anderson often speaks at public events. Her most well-known public speech is
her 2011 TED Talk called “Design To Challenge Reality”. She has also spoken at Typo San
Francisco in 2013, HOW Design Live in May 2017 and Adobe Max in October 2017. When
asked about advice she would give to young designers starting out, Anderson said that designers
should try to understand the context and importance of their work: “If you don’t sit down and
write it out or understand what it is that you’re doing on your own terms, you’ll be
misrepresented at best and ignored at worst” (Essmaker, Tina). She advises designers to set aside
time, in a middle of a project, to digest what is going on, figure out what has been learned and
what ideas are at play. Kelli Anderson says writing about her work on her online blog has
brought others to her projects and made them more accessible. In addition to stepping back to
take another look at a project, she advises that collaboration is super important. Anderson often
posts her work on Dribbble, which is an online community, to discover and connect with other
designers worldwide, because she appreciates feedback from others in the design community.
She finds it useful to have both an online community and a tight-knit community of local and
trusted collaborators to work with (Essmaker, Tina).
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Kelli Anderson is an excellent inspiration for young designers today. Her design
philosophy of finding the hidden talents of everyday things is fresh, exciting and different from
other designers today. Anderson’s do-it-yourself attitude, fearless ability to take on risks, learn on
the job, and experiment in order to fully understand complexities make her an admirable
designer. Anderson also sets a good example in successfully balancing client work and personal
work. As a present-day pioneer, she continually encourages people to question why things are the
way they are, she shows us that a lot can be done with very little, and last but not least, Anderson
demonstrates that learning is most fun and memorable when we step outside our comfort zones
and play.
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